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Sylvia Plath’s 1962 poem “The Detective” follows an investigation into what 

appears to be a murder. Among the elements of the investigation are the scene of the 

crime, which is quite broad; the body, which is missing; the weapons and clues, some 

of which might be innocuous; and the implied client, who may or may not also be the 

victim. All of this is related by an unknown, deliberately ambiguous speaker, whose 

identity could range from the titular detective to the reader herself, who serves as a 

real-time eye witness to the investigation. It is a murky mystery, to say the least. The 

result is a heartbreaking narrative detailing an agonizing and unfruitful effort to decode 

the truth of one woman’s life mystery. Blending the fragmentation of modernism and 

the transcendence of surrealism, Plath uses defamiliarization and disembodiment as 

investigative techniques to explore her experiences and psycho-emotional state. 

Much of Plath’s writing is rooted in autobiography, and the pieces within her Ariel 

manuscript are especially personal. Frieda Hughes notes in her foreword to the 2004 

Ariel: Restored that Plath wrote the collection’s poems in a flurry of poetic creativity in 

the months prior to her suicide (xi). “The Detective” belongs amid a number of other 

pieces that “cover the ground from just before the breakup of [her marriage to Ted 

Abstract 
In this essay, I consider many narrative perspectives Plath employs in “The 
Detective” in her attempt to disembody painful instances in her past; primary 
of these is her use of familiar detective tropes to create distance and increase 
intensity while attempting to expose truth. The poem follows a speaker through 
a house that is a time capsule of betrayal and disappearance. Plath’s 
appropriation of familiar literary figures, Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson lends 
credibility to the investigation, while offering a victim the distance to 
defamiliarize herself with the crime of her own disappearance. Readers, whom 
I refer to as ride-along readers, are witnesses within these narrative pathways. 
They witness the killer’s consideration, the investigation, the mental processing 
of the investigator, and the recollection of the concerned client — who could 
be the victim herself. Plath’s use of shifting tenses, pronouns, and perspectives 
weaves a narrative that folds in on itself, carrying a reader through a distorted 
reality that is, in the end, quietly violent and tragic, not only in the loss of life 
but also in the result of an ultimately failed investigation. While the investigation 
is unsuccessful, the effort is motivated by a desire for agency. I consider Plath’s 
motivations and commentary on the role of authors to investigate the broader 
relevance of their experiences. Plath’s work serves as a lesson for those who 
are in search of perspective and truth in their own journeys of self-discovery. 
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Hughes] to the resolution of a new life, with all the agonies and furies in between” 

(Hughes xiv). These comprise the original manuscript for Ariel, which she left on her 

desk before committing suicide (Hughes xi). While Plath intended for “The Detective” 

to be produced as part of Ariel, the poem did not appear in the original publication. 

Frieda Hughes explains that Ted Hughes revised Plath’s envisioned book to give it “a 

broader perspective in order to make it more acceptable to readers, rather than 

alienate them” (xvi). What Ted Hughes neglected to realize was that “The Detective” 

highlights Plath’s ability to weave esoteric biography with reader accessibility. Its form 

and voice create an effect not of estrangement but of connection. 

“The Detective” is understudied in its import to the Ariel collection, being ripe with 

autobiographical connections. The murder within exists not as a foreshadowing 

precursor to Plath’s eventual suicide but as a metaphorical reference to a relationship, 

lifestyle, and vision that she felt had been stolen with the end of her marriage. The 

poem undoubtedly serves readers in its ability to illuminate Plath’s internal struggles. 

However, it stands additionally as a study of how Plath engaged in her own search for 

truth. She uses defamiliarization and disembodiment to interrogate personal 

frustrations and loss, exposing underlying truths about what it means to attempt to 

disembody from and explore one’s pain. Writers and readers often turn to 

disembodiment through textual exploration in their attempts to defamiliarize 

themselves. They turn to the words and views of others in their search for personal 

experiences beyond their own. Author Cynthia Gralla elegantly describes the freedom 

disembodiment can offer: readers can “leave our bodies and inhabit someone else’s—

filled with greater wisdom, to hold and to share, when we return to ourselves” (“From 

Flesh to Word”). In service to her own search for freedom, Plath uses familiar narrative 

procedures and characters that engage readers and even mandate audience 

participation in her poem. 

First, Plath adopts the classic detective story, calling on a reader’s understanding 

of established genre archetypes. Plath drops her reader into an investigation already 

in progress. Readers are quickly assimilated into the story of the crime and the 

examination of the victim, an unnamed female. They then assume the role of 

shadowing the detective, a vicarious experience I term a “ride-along,” as this describes 

a reader’s role as one who accompanies a detective for the day. As readers ease into 

the familiar narrative structure, Plath begins her subversion by dismantling reader 

expectations. Drawing upon her late movement toward literary surrealism, she 
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engages in what critic and biographer Heather Clark terms a “style of ruin” (487). She 

invokes the paradigm of familiar landscapes, characters, and narratives, and turns 

them unearthly and haunting. Plath crafts an uncertain investigation and refuses the 

typical denouement expected of a detective story by exposing the investigation to be 

a failure. Then, Plath exacerbates the tragedy of the unsolved case by revealing that 

the detective in charge was none other than one of literature’s most famous, Arthur 

Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. This surprise ending compels readers to revisit the 

poem and the investigation with fresh eyes, creating a cyclic nature that is reinforced 

by Plath’s use of setting and speaker commentary at the start and end of the piece. 

Ultimately, Plath’s narrative choices for investigation into her personal crime scene 

result in a two-tiered subversion of conventional detective narrative and character 

tropes that enlighten audiences not only in their understanding of Plath, but also in 

how they can seek to better understand themselves. 

 

Adopting the Detective Story 
 

Peter Hühn explains that a “classical detective novel comprises two basically 

separate stories — the story of the crime (which consists of action) and the story of 

the investigation (which is concerned with knowledge)” (452). The two stories develop 

side by side, with a ride-along reader following each and waiting for the detective to 

course-correct any misinterpretations at the end. In “The Detective,” there is first the 

investigation, which is concerned with knowledge. The speaker questions and 

documents. The second narrative is the crime narrative, which does involve Hühn’s 

requisite of action. The speaker details “the eyes of the killer moving sluglike and 

sidelong” (31). Rather than simply coexisting, these stories become intertwined. Plath 

uses sudden close-ups and subtle shifts in verb tense and perspective to distort the 

typical dual narrative structure and create a heightened dependence on an observing 

speaker, the presumed titular detective20. The reader closely follows the detective as 

an independent character seeking to understand the uniqueness of the case itself and 

 
20 From now on, the speaker and detective will be considered as one and the words used 
interchangeably. It is beyond the scope of this paper to decide who the true chronicler is. The pronouns 
assigned to the speaker-now-detective will match Plath’s assumption of the male detective Sherlock 
Holmes. 
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struggling to attain results. The reader is, on the surface, privy to the detective’s 

reasoning, witnessing the conclusions aloud. 

“The Detective” begins with an interrogation. The poem is written in five-line 

stanzas, which create an organized form reflective of a detective’s methodology and 

investigative structure. The first stanzas interchange questions and statements, 

echoing the call-and-response fashion of an interview. They also mimic the pacing of 

a detective in deep thought, a point stressed by Plath’s instance that “her Ariel poems 

must be read aloud” (Clark 312). The speaker’s questions set the tone: “What was she 

doing when it blew in / Over the seven hills, the red furrow, the blue mountain? / Was 

she arranging cups? It is important. / Was she at the window, listening?” (31). These 

successive questions and the interrupting (“It is important”) create a sense of 

immediacy and urgency. The lines imply the crime happened suddenly. A mysterious 

“she” was caught in a domestic act, unaware of any approaching danger. Plath 

focuses not on the identity of the victim but on the process of her victimization. It is 

less about the person herself than it is about what happened to her. The speaker’s 

use of the pronoun “she” with no named antecedent also suggests a level of familiarity 

between the speaker, victim, and an implied client, who exists by proxy when one 

considers that detectives act in the service of others by nature. Perhaps introductions 

have already been made, as the reader has entered an investigation in progress. 

Equally likely, however, is that no introductions were necessary. The victim and client 

may even be the same, as suggested by the intimate knowledge with which the 

detective has been supplied. Details of the act of the crime merge with confidential 

circumstances from the past: “In her garden the lies were shaking out their moist silks 

/ […] The milk came yellow, then blue and sweet as water” (31-32). 

Despite this assumed closeness — or perhaps because of it — the true identity of 

the “she” of interest in the first line remains a lasting mystery for the reader. It is implied 

that the “she” is the missing or murdered person. There is a tale of a woman, “tamp[ed] 

into a wall, / a body into a pipe, and the smoke rising” (31). This description, coupled 

with haunting “train shrieks” and a smoke trail, evokes common Holocaust imagery 

(31). Plath regularly alluded to historical horrors such as the Holocaust in her later 

work. This, which builds a cultural bond between the speaker and reader (Clark 475). 

However, the reader is quickly reminded of the personal nature of this investigation 

and the singular woman in question as the focus returns to “here in the kitchen” and 

“family photographs” (31). The speaker’s description implies a burning body, but when 
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questioning the means of death, the speaker affirms, “No-one is dead / There is no 

body in the house at all” (31). They then reveal another of the case’s unique features: 

investigating a death without a body, a fact in hindsight first hinted at when the speaker 

explains that “cows thrive” in “the valley of death” (31). This suggests that, while there 

is a death present, it must be psychological or emotional rather than literal. 

The reader observes the process of investigation shifting from a disappearance 

case to decoding the mystery of the missing body. There is evidence of its existence 

by noting its absence: smells linger “here in the kitchen,” and a “wireless talks to itself” 

(31). While the detective observes, the reader trails behind, noticing the detective’s 

noticings, not quite picking up on the importance of all of the marked clues. The reader 

fulfills their role, as they would in any detective story, becoming a fourth-wall witness 

who will only gain full understanding after the detective’s inevitable summation. 

Presumably, any small detail which might appear insignificant to the layman will 

expose itself as integral to the detective, and so the investigation resumes. Once 

questions are asked, the detective focuses on elements of place, the scene of the 

crime. In an empathic dive through space and time, the speaker switches 

perspectives: narration moves from the outside (“that valley”), a place of uncertainty, 

to the inside (“this valley”), where the detective can observe the lies of the garden and 

“the eyes of the killer” at close range (31). The reader is caught in what Frieda Hughes 

describes as “an otherworldly, menacing landscape” present in the entire world of Ariel 

poems (xii). Plath creates a crime scene that extends beyond a single locale and time. 

The scene incorporates “the blue mountain,” a “valley of death,” a “whole estate,” even 

the poisonous air in the glow of a moon “embalmed in phosphorus” (Plath 31-32). The 

investigation evolves, which Plath expresses by shifting the past tenses (“was she” 

and “the lies were shaking”) to the present tense (“this is a man,” “there is the smell,” 

“which of the poisons is it”) (31-32). Finally, the perpetrator remains equally enigmatic, 

as the speaker refrains from using a gendered pronoun, referring only to an “it” that 

blew in and never gendering the killer (31). The broad setting, shifting verb tense, and 

neutral pronouns create an unclear sense of place, time, and person throughout the 

text, making the mystery difficult for the external reader to decode. These surreal 

obscurities in “The Detective” inhibit understanding and result in a reader who is shut 

out from key details and is thus dependent on a detective-turned-sage as the latter 

returns his gaze to the crime. 
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Contrary to an electrocution, poisoning, puncturing, or stabbing — all means 

suggested in the fifth stanza, and many elements of biographical history for Plath — 

the detective perceives that what had appeared to be an abrupt disappearance or 

murder might have been a gradual process. It is described as “a case of vaporization” 

(31). The speaker, with sudden intimacy, describes the slow loss of self the victim 

encountered: “The mouth first […] // The breasts next. […] // Then the dry woods, the 

gates, / […] the whole estate” (32). The use of “vaporization,” a term that can imply 

either instant explosion or slow boiling, serves to muddy the investigative waters. 

Instead of answers, new questions arise: has the body been vaporized, implying an 

outside actor, or is it a reference to suicide? What remains becomes part of the 

mystery, demanding even more of the detective’s attention. Echoing the detective 

genre’s tendency to fuse romantic mystery with harsh realities, Plath’s imagery here 

evokes luxury and cleanliness in stasis (“there is the smell of polish, there are plush 

carpets / There is the sunlight” (31)), a stark contrast to the violent and stinging words 

from her earlier stanzas. In a heartrending turn of events, an entire existence has been 

wiped out. Such a disappearance echoes the destruction Plath felt at the time, when 

she told a friend her “world had been destroyed” (qtd. in Clark 554). It appears as if 

only a moon and a crow are left as witnesses, until the detective voices this realization 

to a surprise chronicler, also present: “We walk on air, Watson” (32). 

 

Disembodiment: Becoming Sherlock Holmes 
 

Along with the discovery of the vaporized body present underfoot, readers also 

discover the identity of the detective they shadow. Unsatisfied with merely adopting 

and disrupting the tropes of the detective narrative, Plath has also specifically 

employed Sherlock Holmes as a character, known to the reader through his steadfast 

chronicler and trusty sidekick, Dr. Watson, who remains in his company for this piece. 

In standard practice, any detective would ask questions to determine the instance of 

the crime and the weapon used. However, while the investigation is important, Plath 

specially chose to invoke Sherlock Holmes and Watson. There are two further reasons 

to consider within the context of such a serious case as murder and the delicate case 

of Plath’s biography. First is Holmes’s reputation as it relates to the client’s need within 

this particular case. The second is the biographical similarities between Plath and the 

fictional Holmes, which make him an almost wistful manifestation of Plath herself. 
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Doyle characterizes Holmes as a man “who has turned himself into [a] thinking 

machine to solve crimes” (Landow). Dr. Watson describes him in as “the neatest and 

most methodical of mankind [in] his methods of thought” (2). A mysterious death and 

a missing body would be just the case for him. While Doyle was not of the lofty literary 

echelon within which Plath typically operated, she displayed interest in such 

characters as Nancy Drew and the detective novels of Agatha Christie (Clark 59, 388). 

Additionally, the prolific nature of the Sherlock stories makes it doubtful she would not 

have known the stories and the nature of Holmes’s character. This is especially likely 

given that Doyle’s famous Holmes novel, The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902), takes 

place in the moorlands of Devon, where Plath eventually lived. In fact, Plath had been 

writing romantically of the moors since at least 1946, the year she also wrote of 

dreaming herself as a detective (Clark 65, 69). Similarities between Plath and Holmes 

made him a ready candidate for embodiment: Plath had “a violence of imagination, a 

frenzied brilliance, and convictions” (Pinsky qtd. in “Sylvia Plath”). She was well known 

for being extremely well-read, with an above-average IQ (Clark 10, 11, 51). Likewise, 

Holmes has a “deep knowledge of both literature and art” (Landow) and is renowned 

for his intelligence and his struggles with moods. Doyle notes in The Adventures of 

Sherlock Holmes that Holmes’s “singular nature and the dual nature alternately 

asserted itself […] the swing of his nature took him from extreme languor to devouring 

energy” (72). These commonalities created the line of symmetry that allowed Holmes 

to become a freeing character foil for Plath. Their primary difference is their gender, 

and this distinction created a significant disparity between their reception by their 

peers. 

Plath had felt constricted by contemporary double standards for males and females 

from childhood; these feelings were even more oppressive in motherhood (Clark 46, 

53, 72, 357, 537). Clark suggests, “Plath’s spectacular intelligence may have felt like 

a burden at times, especially for a young woman who wanted to fit in during an age 

that prized conformity” (50). Her struggle to “excel, but conform,” Clark notes, followed 

her through college, where her “ambition was held against her,” and into her 

professional life (267, 516). Plath regularly dealt with the shadow left by her previous 

depressive episodes. The additional pressure to fulfill the cultural standards of a tidy 

home and motherhood were constant source of anxiety and in direct conflict with her 

wish to focus on her work rather than on housekeeping. Her male equals — real and 

fictional — were not met with such criticism. 
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In Plath’s time, “slovenliness in women was often equated with madness” (Clark 

52-53). By contrast, the fictional Holmes’s slovenly lifestyle did not hamper others’ 

respect for him or cause him any apparent concern. Doyle’s Watson writes in “The 

Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual” that Holmes’s intense focus is countered by him 

being “one of the most untidy men” who hoarded papers, misplaced common items, 

and succumbed to extreme bouts of “lethargy” (Doyle 1-2). The catastrophic state of 

his lodgings and peculiarities of character became a running motif among the Holmes 

stories. Despite this, readers are always reminded, such as in the case of The 

Baskervilles, that Holmes is a “specialist in crime” who can be “confronted with [the] 

most serious and extraordinary problem” and trusted to solve it (12, 15). Holmes could 

command a room and the attention of all kinds despite his messy home environment 

and questionable mental health. What in a contemporary female counterpart would be 

unacceptable, resulting in one becoming a social pariah, becomes a mere quirk of 

personality. In the stories, Holmes remains highly regarded and sought after by royalty, 

even the Pope (as mentioned in Baskervilles). Plath might have seen an embodiment 

of the male Holmes as a means to escape such constrictions. In Holmes, Plath had 

found a like-minded hero whom one could embody, emboldened. 

Thus, Plath creates distance from her subject and adopts the objectivity aligned 

with modernism embodied by Holmes. Engaging in this defamiliarization exercise 

allows her to yield authority to her “inner Sherlock.” Plath gives the detective the power 

to investigate secrets and search for the truth. It is a paradoxical yield of control in 

hope of freedom. She may have seen this as necessary. Existing inside of the “routine 

of ordinary existence,” as scholar Vince Brewton phrases it, means clues can be 

missed. Adopting a process of defamiliarization “estrange[s] the reader from the 

familiar and [makes] fresh the experience of daily life” (Brewton). Plath’s 

defamiliarization through embodiment of another is an attempt to draw particular 

attention to those daily banalities that provide evidence of a unique existence: stacked 

dishes, the sound of a passing train, photographs hung on the walls, light through a 

window, and the drone of a radio. Any detective’s typical detachment would be an 

appropriate fit for a modernist piece where meaning and emotion must be interpreted 

and evoked rather than laid out plainly. Specifically, Holmes’s notorious attention to 

detail, his professional technique, and his discretion make him the best person for the 

job. 
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Subverting the Denouement 
 

Until the discovery of Holmes as the speaker, the witnessing reader has thus far 

stumbled alongside the detective through all of the narratives, and now realizes she is 

depending on Holmes to solve the mystery through his rationalization process and 

lauded acumen. Plath builds the reader’s expectation of this conclusion. The reader 

has followed the detective’s line of questioning and methodical examination through 

several “big reveals.” This is even materialized in the poem’s form. The lack of 

questions in the final stanzas conveys a sense of growing certainty. In a detective 

story, revelations accumulate as the detective closes in on a solution. The reader 

anticipates clarity, detailed through an expected Holmesian analysis. In this narrative, 

however, the detective investigation is much less cut-and-dry. 

Detective stories typically have a late confession, and Plath’s adopted poetic 

version is no different. This time, the detective and confessor are one: the brilliant 

detective is stumped. She has set Holmes an impossible task. Vapor cannot be 

chased down like a murderer, cannot be found out like a liar, yet remains in the air all 

around. It is inseparable as a victim from its culprit, and it is also inseparable from its 

investigator. There are as many questions as answers, and Holmes’s focus is 

paradoxically split among the clues. He casts a spotlight that swings between present 

and past and between the presence and absence of a body that is supposed to be of 

no concern yet preoccupies the detective’s lens. The claim is that “the body does not 

come into it at all” (31), but the speaker immediately begins to recount anatomical 

anecdotes of the mouth, lips, breast, and bones. Holmes, like Plath herself, is unable 

to solve this case. An investigative structure — in this case, the narrative elements 

and the rigid five-line stanzas — can be imposed, but its integrity is largely specious. 

The poem’s end reads as if Sherlock’s investigation is beginning anew. Holmes 

and his companions (Watson, the ever-present victim, the client, and the reader) travel 

from the outside hills to the inside breast, and back again. All of the observers are left 

with a final wide-lens view of the moon, “embalmed in phosphorus,” and a foreboding 

“crow in a tree” (Plath 32). Someone is instructed to “Make notes” (32). Whether to 

Watson, the reader, or even Plath, the instruction to write notes implies unfinished 

business. The employed persona of Holmes issues this command as the last words 

of the poem, bringing the investigation full circle and echoing the urgency of the first 
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stanza. Thus, the reader returns to the beginning and its questions, destined to replay 

the story in obsession and interrogate anew, as one who relives trauma is wont to do. 

In the detective narrative, especially a Holmes story, a reader follows the detective 

through a chronicler’s eyes, rather than through the detective’s own. Hühn notes this 

creates a “discrepancy between the surface of the text […] and the hidden meaning” 

(457). Usually, this cognitive friction is remedied by the detective’s summation and 

denouement to end the story. However, because Plath as veiled speaker is only 

embodying Holmes in an attempt at defamiliarization, but is not actually Holmes, she 

can never quite crack the case. Marybeth Baggett points out that the draw of Holmes’s 

and other detective stories is that “the fictional detective is expected to bring closure 

to vexed questions” (“Finding Ourselves”). Fictional clients and “readers, too, believe 

that competent detectives will […] [uncover] the actual truth of the matter. It would be 

a sad detective story indeed that failed to unravel the mystery that motivated its telling” 

(Baggett). Plath disrupts the detective narrative trope most emphatically, impressing 

the reality of this “crime” and casting off Victorianism to embrace the modernist themes 

of “death-in-life” and “paralysis”; themes that Amanda Golden observes Plath had 

emphasized since her time teaching at Smith (50-51). The anticipated detective story 

arc, through which rationality ushers in a comfortable closure, is replaced with 

paralyzing stagnation, highlighting a fear of the era. Likewise, the fictional trope of 

which Holmes is a forefather is directly contrasted with the reality of experience. 

This uncharacteristic portrayal of the detective hero exposes his intrinsically 

fictitious nature, resulting in an inevitable highlight of Plath’s very real humanity. 

Golden notes Plath’s adoption of Henry James’s sense of “the worst” as a concept of 

the human experience; she would return to it for several years (55, 71). Her sense of 

what can be defined as “the worst” would shift between 1957 and 1962, but its enormity 

presents itself clearly in this poem: what is truly “the worst” cannot even be solved by 

“the best.” Perhaps in a nod to this inevitable failing, Plath chooses the victim’s 

nebulous status of “vaporization” (31). 

By denying the reader a tidy denouement, Plath completes a final subversion of 

the detective narrative and the mythos of Holmes himself. In doing so, she also 

subverts cultural expectations of the “male genius,” perhaps as part of her effort to 

engage in her contemporary literary cultural shift to reject the “stranglehold” of gentility 

(Plath qtd. in Clark 502). The reader is left dissatisfied, even confused, another 

reminder that this semi-autobiographical narrative more closely mirrors reality than 
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any Arthur Conan Doyle novel. Aggarwal notes, “there is a false promise in [Plath’s] 

poems of identifying a criminal that is both within and without, who is, at any rate, 

always changing guises” (289). In this way, the body of the poem has become one red 

herring, and the reader does not know which clues to trust. Readers are deprived of 

the magical hindsight that typically attends a detective story’s end once the hero 

engages in summation. They cannot look back on the narrative with a new 

understanding to discern the importance of the clues. Any search back in time through 

the poem’s text leads to the same spiraling confusion. Through the detective’s veiled 

confession of being unable to solve this particular case, “The Detective” documents a 

poet’s confession of secrets, loss, and failed defamiliarization. 
 

Enlightenment Through Failure 
 

While Plath is confessing the interrogation of her own existence — the alive-or-

dead status of her relationship, profession, and idealized self — she is also appealing 

to readers and writers to interrogate theirs. This is implied in her intent to publish “The 

Detective” in Ariel and in an interview with the BBC, completed around the time “The 

Detective” was written. Plath acknowledged the place of personal stories in poetry, but 

noted it should be tempered to be connected to a wider lens of reality. She shared in 

the broadcast: 

 

I believe that one should be able to control and manipulate experiences, even the 

most terrifying […] with an informed and intelligent mind. […] Personal experience 

is very important, but certainly it shouldn’t be a kind of shut box […] mirror-looking, 

narcissistic experience. I believe it should be relevant, and relevant to the larger 

things, the bigger things. (“Sylvia Plath reads ‘Daddy’”) 

 

“The Detective” caters to this demand. Malcolm notes that “Plath will always be young 

and in a rage over Hughes’s unfaithfulness” because readers only gained access to 

Ariel after Plath’s death (7). However, those who understand the larger relevance of 

Plath’s expression can move beyond focusing on the author to focus on the text and 

the exercises that produced it. While “The Detective” is deeply personal and can be 

intimidating, the poem remains accessible to readers because it evokes a familiar 

setting, characters, and investigative procedures that span time, location, and trauma. 
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What Plath’s confessional poetry and the detective stories have in common is that they 

lay on display the search for truth. It is why they are admired. It is why they are models 

for others. Readers can engage in their own disembodied detective story, asking 

themselves the questions needed to interrogate a life, or a missing one. 

With “The Detective,” Plath foreshadows not a death itself but the inevitable 

mystery that might follow it, and she invites scrutiny. While the poem’s examination of 

a life and its murder is specific to Plath’s case — her clues, her crime scene, her crime 

— the investigative questions have the larger relevance she spoke of in her BBC 

interview. There will always be questions asked when a person is lost, whether to 

murder, suicide, or symbolic disappearance. Outsiders will attempt to make sense of 

such choices by asking questions of their own and of themselves. In their search for 

meaning, they will look for clues, possibly forcing them together like mismatched 

puzzle pieces. When the investigator is the self, it poses new challenges to the 

investigation. Outside of the speaker’s personal crime scene in “The Detective,” there 

is an acquiescence to a broader reality for all those who seek truth: trauma, loss, and 

other crises are worth exploring, even if most of these mysteries will remain unsolved. 

The concepts of defamiliarization and disembodiment allowed Plath to reach what 

she believed that “the role of the poet is to represent life, which includes extreme limits 

of existence” (Golden 51). Objective distance is required to explore the body, the 

psyche within the body, the space beyond the body, and the commonplace objects 

within that space. Plath’s Ariel poems, as Clark observes, “engaged not only with 

personal horrors, but cultural ones” (480). “The Detective” offers readers the 

opportunity to shadow a case where “metaphor, history, and autobiography merge 

surrealistically” (Clark 480). Plath disembodies herself, or attempts to do so, to inhabit 

multiple roles that could offer insight into her crisis. She plays the client, victim, and 

detective speaker, revealing that the mysterious “she” is, in fact, all of them. Having 

some biographical context surely enhances a reader’s interpretation of the piece and 

can deepen their connection to the work, but Plath’s cultural overlays and display of 

the confessional interrogative process also serve as a model to others. After engaging 

as a visitor to Plath’s poem world, readers can turn into writers who attempt their own 

defamiliarization through disembodiment. Plath’s readers are encouraged to examine 

their own experiences and bodies with the knowledge that she had to learn first: 

defamiliarization is imperfect, and disembodiment is temporary. Nevertheless, writers 

can investigate, ask questions, and ask them aloud. While their questions may go 
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unanswered and their mysteries may remain unsolved, at least there will be a detective 

on the case. 
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